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The influence of medical history on contemporary practitioners 
and on tlle course of medicine is as variable and subtle as it is 
contentious and ineluctible. Nonetheless, for most doctors there 
comes a time-especially in medical research-when they are 
drawn back to the pioneers of their specialty. Invariably they 
return enriched and refreshed from this temporal odyssey. How 
often one embarks on the journey in the naive belief that the 
terrain is unexplored, and how frequently this possessive 
zealousness gives way to mixed feelings of disappointn~ent that 
so many others had travelled the same path, and relief that there 
is so much material to facilitate one's researches. There are, of 
course, exceptions but usually these are confined to the minor 
figures of medicine. Who would have thought that KorotkofT, a 
household name in clinical medicine, could have been neglected 
by rlledical historians? He is not even mentioned in Major's 
Classic Descriptio~rs of Disease1; Willius and Keys ignore hirn in 
Cardiac Classics2; and he fails to join the ranks of the great in 
Willius and Dry's Z-iistory of the Heart and Circr~lation.~ 
Specialised books on blood pressure contain scant information 
on the man, although Lewis,' R u ~ k i n , ~  and Pickering* attenlpted 
to redress the imbalance by publishing translations of his original 
paper fro111 tlle Russian. 

Quest fo r  KorotkoIT 

Nicolai KorotkofT has, nonetheless, had one staunch champion. 
I-larold Segall took up the cause back in 1939, and a series of 
interesting papers have appeared over the years."-' The first 
published pllotograph of Korotkolf appeared only in 1970'" and 
Segall produced another in 197(iD These few papers provide us 
with the mere bones of biography; there is certainly no Ilcsll, 
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and hardly any sign of  personality. Our own search for Korotkoll 
the man as well as the scientist brought us into a correspontlcnce 
with Segall that provided tantalising pieces of information wit11 
the proniise of better to conle. Then  in August 1980 we received 
one of a privately printed issue of the first translation of 
Korotkolf's thesis" arid of even greater delight to us the edition 
included several unique photographs and a preface with 
biographical notes by Segall. ?'he tortuous and prolonged 
researcll that tnakes this book so fascinating brings to lriind Tlze 

Qrtesr for Corz~o, '~ u i th  the difference that the quest for KorotkofT 
is not by any means colnplcte. A review of the facts available 
map stilriulate others-pcrhaps in Kussia-to unearth more 
details about this enigmatic surgeon. 

Nicolai Sergeivich Icorotkoff was born to a merchant family 
of Orthodox h i t h  at 40 Milenskaya (now Sovetskaya) Street in 
Kursk on 13 1:ebruary 1874. He  attended the Kursk Gymnasium 
(secondary school), wllcre he received excellent marks for 
bchaviour and diligence but was found wanting in "divine 
law."'"e entered the nledical faculty of Kharkov University 
in 1893 and transferred to Moscow University in 1895, where 
h e  graduated with distinction in 1898 at the age of 24. H e  was 
appointed resident intern to Professor A A Bobrov a t  the 



srrrgiral t:lirtic of h loscow U t ~ i v c r s i t y .  I l c  i s  r c r n c ~ t t l ~ c r c d  as a 
 all. s l c~~c l c r ,  strrtlious yorlrtg III~II,~~ a1tt1 l t is  so11 tccalls tha t  l t is  
Lr t l tcr  attncltctl erc:tt i ~ ~ ~ l l t ~ r ~ : t r l c c  t o  t lrc d c v c l o l i ~ ~ ~ e t ~ t  o r  w i l l  
~ i v t v c r  t l t rougl t  r i g i l l  sel l -c l isc i l~ l i~tc.  011 vrte vccas io l~  I te a l u ~ o s t  
took  t lt i l tgs to t i  (nr w l r r r ~  Ire pllrrrgccl i t t lo  t l t c  r t c c z i ~ t g  waicrs o f  
:I r iver  t o  tcst l t i s  c lcterr~t i t rat ior~,  ant1 becallre sctiously ill TIV~I 
p r t c t r r ~ t o ~ ~ i a . ~ ~  

ICurotkvlr  was g i r c t ~  lcavc o f  absctlcc t o  scrvc w i t h  t l t c  Hussian 
t t ~ i I i ~ : i r y  l'orrrs i t1  t ire 1:ar I k t  d u r i r ~ g  t l tc  JJoxcr l t c ~ ~ e l l i t ~ r t  i t1 

C;lrirtn irr 1900. I l c  w:rs :rrt:rclrcd t o  r l ~ c  Itttl Cross irt IIIC Jvcrslt 
( :ot t~rr i~t t r i ty  tttrtlcr I)r Alrksitrskii, n Tor t t~cr  ptrpi l  o r  I'rol'cssor 
I lnbrov.  ' l ' l tc  jortrtrcy lo 111c 1:nr 13ast c r r~n i lc t l  cxtct ts ivc t rnvcl  
I i y  wny of r l tc 'I'rnrrs-SiOcrintt tni lroatl, rltrocrglt I r k u r s k  across 
I.:~kc Jlnilb.:tl 10 VI:~divc,stock, nt t t l  I t c  rc t t l r l t cd  t o  Mosco\v  via 
J:ilintt, S i~ r~ : t l ' o r c ,  ( :cylol~,  nrrcl r l tc  Suez Cnl ls l  t o  rcaclr t l t c  Jl lsck 
Sca nlrtJ 1:occlosia. I l c  \\,:IS Irorrourcd w i t h  t l t c  O r d e r  of S t  A t ~ r t n  
l o r  " ~ ~ u t s t n ~ ~ t l i ~ t g l y  zcalous la l )vurs i ~ t  I r c l l ~ i t ~ g  t l t c  s ick artd 
w o t ~ t t r l ~ ~ t l  ~o lc l i c rs . " '~  

0 1 1  Ir is rctrrrn ICororltolr t t ~ r ~ r c c l  l t i s  trrirrd fro111 ~ t t i l i t n r y  tu 
:~t:aJcri~ic ~ i u r s u i t s  atrcl Irnrtslated A lbcr t ' s  r ~ t v r t o g t n ~ ~ l t  ].lie 
~ , ' l t i ~ t i t ~ ~ i , ~ ~ ~ l t e  l ) ic t~t~o.cf ik II~IIII G c r ~ ~ t n t t  t v  l< t~ss iar~ .  111 1903, UC 
Scr gc 1' I:cclcrtir, art o lder  col leagt~c,  was a l ) l~o i r l tc t l  11tol'essot o f  
surgery at t l te h l i l i r :~ ry  Alcclical Acadcl t ry a t  St l'etctsburg, :rttt1 
I tc  i t t v i t r t l  I<oro~kol l '  t o  jriirt l t i ~ l t  as assistnt~t  SII~~COII. Xtt 1903 
ICorutkolr  took t l tc l i rs t  o l  scvcral c x a ~ ~ l i ~ t n t i o t t s  l o r  a t loctornlc 
(if r~rcil icirrc. 

i t  was r tot  IOII~, Irowcvcr, bcltorc wa r  n g a i ~ t  i t ~ t c r r u p t c d  l t is  
sttrtlics. I ) u r i r t ~  t l l c  I<usso-Japartcsc \Var in 1904-5, I tc  wen t  t o  
1 lat11i11 ill h\:r~lclrrrr ia ns scrtior s u t g c o ~ ~  i r t  cltnrgc o f  t l te 

I ' c r s u ~ r ~ i c l  o l  clrc S c c o ~ ~ ~ l  Iloslritnl u f  the St Gcorgc Retl Cross Society 
~ ~ l i o t o ~ r n l ~ l i e t l  ill St I'ctcrslr~~~p, (Lc~iit i~rncl) ill May 1904 belorc tlepnrrl~re 
to IIIC I:ar lnsr to scrvc ill t l ~ c  Rutso-Japnt~csc War. KototkotT, seriior 
t~ l iys ic in~~, i- it1 t l ic sccotrd row, filth fro111 r l ~ e  left, wear in^ a bowler lint. 
h\rs Kc~rurkofl i r  scared ill t l ~ c  front row, clrird lro~rr tile rigllr. 



I i x ~ c r i o r  of huildi~ip in ~ v l i i c l ~  tile Seco~~tl Ilospital of t l ~ e  St George 
Rcd Cross Society w s  lodged in August 1904 at Ilarbin, Mancl~uria. 

Secc>nd St (.;corgc's lJnit of tlie Hctl Cross. He  bccanie 
i~~tcrcsted i l l  vascular surgery and began to collect case; for his 
doctoral thcsis, wl~icli was to i ~ ~ c l u d e  41 reports of patients lie 
Iiad trcatcd durir~g liis stay at l~larbin. 

Korotkolf's writings 

I<cturriir~g to S t  I'ctersburg in April I905 lie bcgan to prcpare 
liis tlicsis, b11t it was a p r e s c ~ i t a ~ i o ~ ~  to tlie l~npcrial Military 
Acadcniy in 1905 tliat earncd liini lasting fa~nc;  the technique 
of I)lood prcssure rlicasrlrenlcnt was reported in lcss tllan a p;lge 
of tlic Ucporrs oj ilre Irriperiul Miliiary Medical Acacienry of S t  
I'ctcrsburg." 

"'l'lie cull of Kiva-Rocci is placcd on the middle third of the 
ilpper arm; tile pressure within tlie cuff is cli~ickly raised up  to 
complete ccssation or circulation below tlie cuff. 'I'hcn, letting 
tile mercury of the rilanorncter fall one listens to the artery 
just below tlie cull' with a cliildren's stetlloscope. At first no  
sounds are heard. Witli tlie falling of tlie nlercury in the 
Inanotiictcr down to a certain Iieiglit, tlie first sllort tones 
appear; their appearance indicates tlie passage of part of the 
pulse wave undcr the cuff. I t  follows that tile riianometric 
figure at wliicll tllc first tone appears corresponds to the 
maximal pressure. Witli tlie furtiler fall of the mercury in tlie 
rliatiolneter one hears tlie systolic compression murmurs, 
wliicli pass again into tones (second). I:inally, all sounds 
disappear. 'I'lie tirne of the cessation of sounds indicates tile 
frce passage of tlic pulsewave; in otlier words, at the rnornent 
of the disappeara~ice of tile soulids the minimal blood pressure 
witlrin tile artery predonlinates over tlie pressure in the cuff. 
I t  follows tliat tlic niano~netric figures at this tinie correspond 
to tile n~inirnal blood pressure." 



The  critical comments of Korotkoff's peers were dealt with in 
an adroit manner, and he appeared a month later at the Imperial 
Military Academy with animal experiments to support his theory 
that the sounds he had described were produced locally rather 
than in the heart.'$ Me earned the approbation of Professor M V 
Yanovski, who declared: "Korotkoff has noticed and intelligently 
utilised a phenomenon which many observers have overlooked." 
These two brief co~ilmunications are of greater interest to us 
than his thesis which he successfully defended in 1910.1e 
Although he does refer to his technique of blood pressure 
measurement in the thesis he does not describe it in any detail. 
In fact, were it not for Yanovski who saw the potential value in 
Korotkoll's technique the auscultiltory method of blood pressure 
measurement might have languished in obscurity. William Dock 
has taken this line of thought a little further, "The most remark- 
able fact about the I<orotkolf sound is that it was discovered."17 
Yanovski and his pupils verified the accuracy of the technique 
and described the phases of the auscultatory sounds. Yanovski 
was to ~orotkoff  as-satnuel Wilks had been to Thomas Hodgkin, 
and for a time the technique was known as the Korotkoff- 
Yatlovski Method." 

What prevented his academic development? 

These three communications appear to be the sum of 
Korotkoff's contribution to scientific publications. In  1908 we 
r i d  llim serving as research physician to the mining district of 
Vitimsko-Olekminsky in Siberia. After receiving his doctorate 
he served as surgeon to the workers of the gold mines of Lensk. 
Here he witnessed some Tsarist atrocities, and was affected 
deeply by the murder of unarmed striking miners. After this he 
returned to St Petersburg and during the first world war he 
was surgeon to "The Charitable House for disabled soldiers" in 
Tsarskoe Selo. He welcomed the October Revolution after 
which he was physician-in-chief of the Metchnikov Hospital in 
Leningrad until his death in 1920 at the young age of 4 6 . I a  His 
wife outlived him by 20 years and died in the siege of Leningrad 
in Deccrrlber 1941 .IL 

From these meagre facts some interesting questions arise. 
Firstly, did Korotkofrappreciate the importance of his discovery, 
and if he did was he not recalcitrant in failing to develop and 
apply the technique in clinical medicine ? A study of Korotkoff's 
thesis shows that he had a keen intelligent mind with a researcher's 
appreciation of the value of a new technique, and even if we 
accept that initially he may not have appreciated fully the 
clinical application of his technique, he would certainly have 
become aware of it within the next decade as interest in blood 
pressure became international. 

This brings us to the next question. Were circumstances, 
either personal or political, such that Korotkoff never had the 
opportunity to develop his discovery and indeed his scientific 



potential to the f111l ? 'I'l~cre are suggest io~~s that this rnay have 
been so. IIe had s l ~ o w ~ ~ ,  it would seem, suficielit acacle~iiic 
p ro l~~isc  to pursue a Iiospital career ill St Petersburg or Moscow. 
I Ie had trailslated Albert's rnonograpli on  diagnostic surgery two 
years after qualifyil~g; Ile had presetited his tcclu~ique of blood 
pressure lneasurelilcnt w l ~ e ~ i  aged 31, and Fedorov had recog- 
nised his talent by i t ~ v i t i ~ ~ g  l1i111 to join 11;s staff in 1903. W l ~ a t  
the11 prevented liis acaderiiic developn~e~it  ? It is possible that the 
critic is^^^ 11e received il~itially f r o ~ r ~  his senior colleagues may 
have drivcri I i i~u fro111 acade~iie, but  he appears to have been 
a ~ i ~ a t c l i  for liis peers. Was it a11 interest in travel, or a desire 
to alleviate sulferil~g, or inerely circun~stances tliat brought 11in1 
to serve wit11 tlie Red Cross units iri t l ~ c  Uoxer Rebellion in 
Clli~ia and in the Russo-Japariese war ill h.latic11uria ? What was 
it that b ror~gl~ t  11irr1 to t l ~ c  r~lilii~ig district of Siberia, to tlie gold 
11ii11es of Lensk, and to the "Cliaritable llouse for disabled 
soldiers." ? 

IIis wife also served in tlie Red Cross and acco~i ipa~~ied  
1ii111 to hIaiicI~i~ria as a Iiurse. Pcrliaps we would not be wrorig 

MIS Korotkoli, w l ~ o  died during rile sicge of Le~lingrad 
i l l  Decen~ber 1911. 



ill scenting an aronia of kindly altruisrii in the Korotkolf house- 
Iiold. 'l'liis ~niglit  account for Nicolai iCorotkoff's apparent lack 
uf interest iii Furtlieririg his unique discovery. Indeed, it has 
been ernpliasised that one of the oustanding features of his 
~~ersonal i ty  was ail intense "niodesty." I'erhaps this is not quite 
the right word, but to this cliaracteristic has been attributed his 
rejcctio~i of an acaden~ic career and his refusal to develop, not 

lrltcriur of rile Second Ilos1ri1al or the St George llcd Cross Society in 1904. 

to ri~irirl exploit, liis scic~ltific p~Olications. '~ Alternatively, his 
political belicfs pvssibly 1)rougIit liirn into disfavour with the 
~~lerlical or ~)ulitic:ll establisli~iiellt. After all it is suggested that 
11e left Lcnsk to return to S t  I'ctcrsbnrg after witnessing the 
riit~rdcr of the striking iiliiicrs. We are left wondering why. 

IIarold Scgall in tlie course of his rescarclies niannged will1 
the Iiclp of illany friends to trace the son of Nicolai Korotkolf, 
V r  Serge KorotkoIF, who specialises in "sports nicdicine and 
reliabilitativn wit11 physical exercise."" I t  is heartening to learn 
tliat lie is writing a biography of his fan~ous fatlicr and an 
account of the evolution of tlie use of his father's technique. D r  
Segall has happily undertaken to have the work translated into 
I~nglisli, an event that will be an iriiportant landniark in  the 
liistory of niedicine. At the crid of tlie day will Nicolai KorotkvfI' 
prove to be as fascinating as lie is now etiigniatic? I t  scenis 
possible tliat lie riiay. 

'I'l~is cssay is bascd on tile researclles of I>r 1-Iarold Scgall and 
esl>ccially on his illustratcd nioriograpl~ on Korotkoff. We t11a11k l ~ i ~ i i  
Tor his gcc~erosity in  providi~~g 11s wit11 niucli bioyral)l~ical dctail and 
advice; in particr~lar, we wisl~ to express our gratitude to l1ir11 for 
providi~~g us witli t l ~ e  illuslrations for this paper. 

We ack~iowlcdgc with gratitude tile llclp of Mr Frank Edwards, 
l~onorary secretary of the Ireland-USSR Society, who translated 
several papers fron~ tlie l<nssian. 
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